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CAN GEOGRAPHICAL INDICATIONS BRING VALUE
TO ENVIRONMENTAL PROTECTION?

Nicoleta Rodica Dominte™

Rocheffort cheese, Bordeaux wine, Pingu Peach are protected designations of origin
(PDOs) at national and/or European Union level that acknowledge that a particular product’s
"quality or characteristics are essentially or exclusively due to a particular geographical
environment with its inherent natural and human factors"." It is generally considered that
"Geographical Indications (GI) are an umbrella term, covering inter alia the EU Protected
Designations of Origin (PDO) and Protected Geographical Indication (PGl)....."? "The
fundamental concept behind Gls is that specific geographic locations yield product qualities

that cannot be replicated elsewhere."

The uniqueness of the characteristic features of the
similar French notion of "terroir" is highlighted by the European Commission in the following
definition: "le godt du terroir as: a distinct, identifiable taste reminiscent of a place or
locality...Foods and beverages that evoke the term terroir have signature qualities that link
their taste to a specific soil with particular climate conditions. Only the land, climate and
expertise of the local people can produce the product that lives up to its name." Thus, the
description of the French notion "terroir" acknowledges the embodiment of an original blend
of geographical and human factors in a product. So too does a decision of the Appeal Board
from Jerusalem that notes that while "Citrus fruit from South Africa may be of high quality,
just like citrus fruit produced in Israel, but differences may result from conditions that pertain

to one country alone. [...] the fruit raised in Israel still contained the distinctive qualities
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connected to the geographic locale identified by the designation [Jaffa] to merit its continued

"> Here, a direct connection between the quality of the

registration as an appellation of origin.
fruits, food and beverages and a certain geographical area was emphasized. The unique
combination of the geographical factors, from a certain space, is a prime criterion in order to
obtain juridical protection for a PDO. The argument presented in this insights piece is that
these characteristics might also open the door to environmental protection. The preservation

of geographical factors will likely entail environmental conservation.

Support for this idea is found in the work of Kerkhoff and in the work of some NGOs such as
the Slow Food Foundation for Biodiversity, known as Slow Food Presidia® which aims to
protect "quality production at risk of extinction, protect unique regions and ecosystems,
recover traditional processing methods, safeguard native breeds and local plant varieties".”
This foundation created a project that emphasizes the three European Union quality
schemes of protection,® as a shield for its goals. According to Kerkhoff, designations of origin
play a role in safeguarding the quality of the products, as well as local territories, each of
which is viewed as a "homogeneous geographic space because of its resources and
agricultural specialization and its interaction with natural and human factors in the production
standards that ensure the characteristics of the product" ® The maintenance of
homogeneous space involves the conservation of geographical and human factors.
According to this view, the PDO symbol on the label of a product guarantees certain
characteristics of that particular product through the preservation of natural conditions.
Similarly, Gls may involve the protection of local products that are manufactured using

traditional skills and knowledge.
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Thus it appears that Gls occupy an important position in the preservation and development
of biodiversity, since they have the capacity to protect uniqueness and authenticity.'
Furthermore, the link between geographical indications and biodiversity is highlighted by
article 8 j) from the Convention of Biological Diversity."' Although article 8 j) does not
mention expressly any form of Gls, Gls are a national and European pattern of protecting
"traditional lifestyles relevant for the conservation and sustainable use of biological diversity"
and thus fall within the definition. As Verrier argues "A Protected Designation of Origin
(PDO) supports the conservation of local breeds and their production environments through
marketing of typical products."'? Indeed the Parties to the Biodiversity Convention have
already acknowledged biodiversity may progress through a wide variety of ways, one of

which is food production using traditional knowledge.™

In practice Gls have proved very important in the conservation of a number of species and
ecosystems, including small ruminants in the Mediterranean states. Similarly rice cultivation
in the Albufera lagoon from Spain sustains the conservation of diverse flora and fauna. This
link was recognized at the “International Year of Rice”, celebrated in 2004 by the United

Nations. As has been noted, rice cultivation will protect the ecosystem of the lagoon if
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carried out with traditional methods.™ In turn, the PDO Arroz de Valencia may enhance the
use of traditional methods, which will reflect positively on environmental conservation of the
lagoon. Although, in practice the influence of the PDO is limited, because only 11% of the
rice produced in the area is labelled as such, other research has also pointed to the benefit
of Gls in that they do not endanger local breeds, due to their final low crop yield." A similar
finding was made with regard to the conservation of plant genetic resources from rural

communities in Italy and Portugal.™

In contrast, specialists'” from some European universities argue that the effects of Gls
regarding the issue of environmental protection vary in accordance with different classes of
products. Some Gls have a positive influence on the conservation of the natural elements of
the environment, while others wield a negative effect on soil, water and biodiversity due to
the use of fertilizers and chemical substances destined for the protection of plants.'® Despite
this there is support for the use of PDOs from the public. In part, this may be explained by a
study of two French PDO mountain cheeses, Salers and Saint-Nectaires, which pointed out
that while legislation does not yet embody the link between environmental protection,
biodiversity and the PDO French system, they were connected in public debates referring to
the new French agricultural law from 2006. In addition, consumers requested a combination
between the PDO system and organic farming labels. In the authors' opinion, the results of

this study may be used as a prompt to amend the law."
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Conclusions and Recommendations

The ecological effects of Gls seem largely to arise as a result of voluntary work. One may
say that Gls play a Lilliputian role within the generous area of environmental policies, but
their importance in trade and on consumer preferences should not be overlooked. The
combination of their impact on trade and on the environment may be best embodied through
the creation of a new form: Gls with ecological effects. The examples discussed above
provide support for this idea. If, however, this concept is to work, local communities should
be familiarized with the concept of Gls and its potential impact upon environmental

protection.



